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A Positive Perspective on Pesticides
By R. G. Van Buskirk

Your neighbor is asking; your family is asking-and
you may be asking: "Do we need pesticides? Are they
good or are they bad? What's all the shouting about?"

So let's take a look in some depth at the subject
and see if it can be put in proper perspective.

Man is dominant on this planet. To achieve and
maintain this position, he has by necessity and plan
been forced to change ecological checks and balances
so that they work in his favor.

Some gifted writers, with an emotional, romantic
and mystical bent, have effectively managed to per-
suade many people, including some politicians, that
the balance of nature should not be disturbed.

It's astounding to find that some scientists back
this romantic concept of the balance of nature.

Left alone, insects would abound in teeming tril-
lions. If undisturbed, weeds would take over the land.
If uncontrolled, rodents would cause the catastrophes
they created from the Dark Ages on into the 18th
Century.

Man had to change the balance of nature so that
he could eat and remain healthy. One way he did
this was to grow crops instead of weeds. He fostered
the growth of huge herds of cattle and large flocks of
poultry instead of allowing t~ese animals to grow
wild according to natural selection. He strove to man-
age food growth instead of remaining a hunter.

Acts like these are contrary to undisturbed nature.
And nature responded by creating hordes of pests to
prey upon these man-nurtured products.

Nature, the kind the romanticists want kept in

balance, is an unrelenting enemy of man. All true
scientists know this.

This is one part of the balance of nature perspective
that all of us must see and understand.

There is another part to the scene that we must also
view clearly. And it's not a good scene. M'an does
create problems. for himself. He does, by design, error
or inadvertence disturb some natural conditions which
then act to man's detriment.

He over-populates and, in turn, this leads to pol-
lution - especially of the water and the 'air. He has
reached a point where he threatens to disturb the
balance of man - adversely.

And this, too, we must see. But these two views
are more separate and distinct than they are inter-
mingled.

And therein lies the great hazard to all of us today.
We are, fortunately, discovering the evils of pollution.
But many of the good things we do to control the
balance of nature, in our favor, are now being il-
logically questioned. If we lose our perspective, we
can go backwards and lose the "balance of man."

For example: Cranberries treated with a herbicide
were, improperly 'and in grossly distorted fashion,
ruled to be carcinogenic. A hasty governmental dic-
tate resulted in the great cranberry scare and farce
of about a decade ago.

Recently, Cyclamates were outlawed, precipitously
many think, before scientific data was adequate to
really establish harm to humans.

Currently, the pill is under attack. Again, the evi-
dence appears miniscule that the pill is a significant
threat to human health. On the other hand, the pill
works and some people are beginning to recognize



that the world population explosion in the cause of
many ills - including pollution.

Pesticides are being attacked in the same hasty
manner. Some people go so far as to demand that
all pesticides be eliminated. Again, half truths and
incomplete facts are leading to damaging legislation
-legislation which weakens man's dominance in na-
ture.

These few of many examples available are cited
to show that we are being confused by the writings
of numerous "instant" experts. Their articles often
create emotionalism and sometimes lead to loss of
reason which verges on the point of near hysteria.
Often, hasty legislation follows.

The American Medical Association has stated that
"there is no evidence to date that humans are ap-
preciably affected by long-term ingestion of tne mi-
nute traces of pesticide present in raw and processed
food."

Wild life counts show that fish, birds and mam-
mals abound and have, in fact, their own population
explosion going on. Pesticides are not deterring their
growth.

Minute traces of pesticides are found in our water-
ways. This is because we now have extremely so-
phisticated instruments which can detect the presence
of chemicals in parts per million, billion or trillion!

Yet, to the critics, sewage and waste dumped into
our waters - and pesticides applied to our crops, or
used for public health purposes to benefit man, are
presented as equal pollution and health hazard prob-
lems.

This trend is alarming and completely incompatible
with the reasoning we have come to expect from late
20th Century man.

A perspective on pesticides is our subject. So let's
look at the subject. What was it like when we had
no pesticides?

WHAT WAS IT LIKE WITHOUT PESTICIDES?
Scientists can tell us that prehistoric man didn't

live very long. The reasons are apparent. He knew
nothing of viruses, bacteria, fungi. He knew nothing
of the values of sanitation. He drank stagnant water,
ate rancid meat, lived near swamps and was often
louse and flea-ridden. And he didn't know how to
grow crops.

He probably died from malaria, filariasis, dengue,
yellow fever, virus encephalitis, typhus, plague, amoe-
bic dysentery, cholera, diarrhea and numerous other
diseases. He was lucky to live into his twenties.

Thousands of years later, one modern product
called DDT effectively controlled or participated in
the control of all these listed diseases. But prehistoric
man lived - and died - too soon to benefit from DDT.

Man wasn't really the dominant creature on earth
then. But he was adapting. He was learning to change
the balance of nature. By Homer's time, man had
discovered that sulphur helped to "avert" pests. He
was a little more sanitary in his habits-but not much
better off than his caveman ancestor.

He had become less a hunter and more a farmer.
He couldn't cope with insects but by now he could
recognize them as an enemy. He often thought of
insect infestations as being supernaturel acts from
which there was no escape.

Population was inhibited by three major factors:
famine, disease and war. Famine was caused by bad
weather and by swarms of insects which stripped the
crops. Disease often raced through a country like wild-
fire; sometimes killing one-fourth of the population.
Invading armies plundered and ruined the crops.
Several major plagues have occurred in the past. In
the Middle Ages, between 540 and 690 A.D., all of
the known world was ravaged. The plague killed as
many as 10,000 people per day in Constantinople
alone.

In 1348 and 1349 about one-fourth of the European
population was destroyed.

One onslaught occurred between 1650 and 1700.
People didn't realize that fleas carried the plague
from rats to humans. So the possessions of sick people
were burned because it was believed burning would
stop the plague.

Plague still lurks in parts of the world - ready to
kill again on a mass scale.

This was nature zealously at work - and receiving
very little tampering by man.

Gradually, man learned about s.anitation, microbes,
viruses, and disease-carrying insects. But it took long
centuries before he knew how to protect his crops.

And famine and disease continued to stalk the
world while man used beating sticks and flails in an
impotent attempt to ward off invading hordes of
insects.

PESTICIDES DISCOVERED

Some progress occurred during the 19th century.
Pesticides, in rudimentary form, were discovered. Paris
green was used on potato crops as early as the 1860's
to fight the Colorado potato beetle.

Bordeaux mixture was used in France in the 1880's
to combat downey mildew on grapevines.

In the early 1900's, a few companies were formed
to specialize in the production of pesticides. This was a
big step forward. The products made were composed of
inorganic chemicals such as lime, sulphur, compounds
of arsenic, lead, mercury, coal tar products, soap,
petroleum products and Pyrethrum and rotenone. Paris
green and Bordeaux mixture also continued to be used.

With the advent of chemicals, man began to con-
trol insects. Food quality and yield improved. Farm
profits increased. And the beating stick and flails
faded into history in all leading countries. But even
today in some backward areas of the world, primitive
methods are still used.

Pesticides, as known and used in the early 20th
century, helped agriculture. But progress was slow
because the educational process was slow.

Zinc arsenite and basic lead arsenate controlled
worms on apples. White oils were discovered to have
phytonomic and insecticidal properties; oil emulsions
were invented; plant hormones were discovered.

An insoluble copper fungicide was synthesized and
replaced Bordeaux mixture for certain uses. Called
Coposil, it could be used with greater safety to plants
than any other copper fungicide then known.

Bugs were being controlled to some degree for the
first time in history. And crop yields grew and quality
of food improved.

Weed killers appeared and the hard-working farmer
began to get a chemical assist. His back-breaking labor
was reduced somewhat.

But early 20th century chemicals, while being a



great scientific advancement, did not solve the prob-
lem. Bugs, weeds and fungi are fierce competitors
to man. Nature can be beautiful but it also can be
and is relentless in its battle against man. The early
chemicals, such as lead arsenate, sulphur, rotenone
and Pyrethrums temporarily did a good job of re-
straining insects. However, the ability of insects to
procreate is a tremendous one.

Furthermore, nature adapts. Bugs develop resistance.
Chemicals, formerly effective, eventually become less
effective or ineffective against some insects. But man,
too, is a part of nature and he can also adjust and
meet new challenges. In 1942, he made such an ad-
justment.

In 1942, the world was at war. Millions of men
were in the armed forces. Disease has always be-
sieged armies. Body lice were responsible for 500,000
deaths in Napoleon's armies and contributed to the
defeat of the Spanish Armada. Disease again en-
dangered our armies in World War II - especially in
the malaria-laden Pacific lslands, And food supplies
were short with the farmers being hard-pressed to
supply food and fiber for ourselves and our allies.

The insect, man's constant and eternal enemy, was
also at war with us on all fronts. At this point, when
most needed, DDT was introduced.

This remarkable chemical was synthesized in Ger-
many in 1874. But it lay dormant for sixty-five years.
Then, in 1939, Dr. Paul Muller discovered its amazing
powers as an insecticide.

DDT: VICTIM OF INCOMPLETE FACTS

The army introduced DDT into the battle in all the
malaria-ridden ereas where our troops were located.
It did a tremendous job. Since then, DDT had been
credited with preventing 500,000,000 illnesses and
saving 25,000,000 lives. Probably no chemical, not
even penicillin, has been such a boon to mankind.
It's on its way out now, a victim of incomplete facts,
emotionalism and hasty legislation. But, eventually,
history will place it in its proper perspective.

DDT was the first of the wartime and postwar or-
ganic chemicals. But even DDT could not do the job
alone. Insects still adapt. New species enter the North
American continent continuously. Resistances build up.
So, after the War, other synthetic organic pesticides,
systemic insecticides and antibiotics were developed.

And production soared - giving the U. S. more and
better foods, assisting the farmer, helping the econo-
my. For example, as late as 1941-1945, the average
corn yield in the U. S. was around 33 bushels per
acre. Now, the yield is 79 bushels per acre. The
average cotton yield was 262 pounds per acre during
the war years. Now, it is 511 pounds per acre.

Many major crops show equally impressive yield
increases. Modern farm chemicals, created after World
War II, were major contributors to this impressive
yield increase which occurred between 1945 and the
late 60's.

Yet, currently, pests cost agriculture about $15 bil-
lion dollars each year. It's an unceasing battle.

Now, in the 70's, the world finds itself in trouble.
Its population is doubling about every 35-years. Ten
to twelve thousand people die of starvation or mal-
nutrition each day. Disease kills thousands in the back-
ward countries and waits, ready to strike, in all
countries who drop their guard.

Pollution is readily apparent everywhere. Bodies of
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water such as Lake Erie have been ruined; beautiful
San Francisco Bay is threatened. The air is impure.
No wonder man is disturbed and wants action.

But it must be action prompted by reason - not
hysteria, cultism or emotionalism. Pesticides have been
caught up in this maelstrom of ecological concern.
And the record shows that pesticides help man to
have the basic essentials of life: food, clothing and
good health.

ACQUAINT YOURSELF WITH THE FACTS

Some dedicated scientists have been studying pesti-
cides for years. Pesticides are a poison. They must be
used properly. This is true of aspirin, iodine, table
salt and hundreds of other items. But these scientists
find the following:

1. "Only a few pesticidal chemicals reach man's
body, and then only in minute traces, except by ac-
cident, suicide and murder."

2. "The effects of a chemical are proportional to
the dose and, for the most toxic chemicals known, no
detectable toxic effects occur below a certain dose
level."

The trouble is that these scientists, who study pesti-
cides, write for medical and technical journals. Only
a fraction of 1 per cent of the people ever have an
opportunity to read what these men write.

And most people get the anti pesticide stories as
reading matter in their morning newspapers. Many
of these readers are now completely convinced that
pesticides should be banned.

/fA world without pesticides" is a subject in itself.
Growers, packers and consumers all have a tremen-
dous stake in the food and fiber industries. So when
you read anti pesticide articles in newspapers and
magazines, or when you hear radio and T.V. com-
mentators crusade against them, stop and think of
how it would be without pesticides.

Read the articles carefully. Look for words such as
"may", "might", "could", etc. These are all specu-
lative words which allow the writer to conjecture on
the unproven - but, always, the sensational.

Note other words, too, such as "insidious" and
"biocide." These words, used authoritatively, but with-
out explanation, detail or documentation establish a
hostile mood toward pesticides.

The politician, skilled at judging popular response,
notes these articles. He is quick to act if he thinks
it means votes. His hasty legislation is already a
matter of record.

The point: read carefully and thoughtfully. Chal-
lenge the writer. Get a proper perspective.

Then, don't hesitate to tell your neighbor, your
minister or a new ecology convert the facts as you
see them. And let your representatives in state and
national governments know how you feel.

Pesticides have played an important part in man's
progress. Until the 20th century, we were much
closer to the Dark Ages than many of us are willing
to admit.

Pesticides have given us abundant, clean food;
they fight human disease; make sick animals well.
They are a poison, but, handled correctly, they are
one of man's important allies.

So, acquaint yourself with the facts. There is a lot
involved and it affects all of us.


